
How to Use the USDA  
Paid Lunch Equity Tool  

 

Why and How 



Equity in School Lunch Pricing  
 

• Section 205 of the 2010 Child Nutrition 

Reauthorization Act: Equity in School Lunch 

Pricing 

• Ensures that sufficient funds are provided to 

the food service account for paid lunches 

• This provision applies only to lunches 

 

 

 

 

 



How Do You Determine PLE? 

• School food authorities compare the weighted 
average price for paid lunches at all of their 
schools to the difference between the per 
meal Federal reimbursement for free and paid 
lunches 

 



 Increasing Revenue for Paid Lunches  

• If the SFA weighted average lunch price < (federal 
free minus federal paid) the district must increase 
the average paid lunch price by 2% plus inflation 
using one of the following methods: 
 
– Increasing the price charged to children rounded down to the 

nearest 5 cents with a maximum of 10 cents  
       OR 
– Adding non-Federal funds (typically town appropriation) to the 

food service account  
       OR 
– A combination of increasing the price and adding town 

appropriation 
 

 



Weighted Average Lunch Price 

• If a district has more than one paid lunch price 
(elementary and secondary) then they must 
calculate the weighted average lunch price using 
the PLE tool 

 

• Weighted Average Price- The total paid lunch 
counts for October for each paid price are 
entered into the tool. The higher the paid lunch 
counts for that grade levels’ price, the more that 
price counts toward the weighted average 



Other Funding Options for PLE 

• If you plan to use ONLY town appropriation or a non-
federal funding source without increasing your prices 
follow the directions up to slide 33- you will use the  
“NonFederal Calculator” to determine whether the 
town appropriation will be sufficient 

 

• If you plan to use BOTH town appropriation/non-
federal funding and price increase follow the directions 
up to slide 33—you will use “Split Calculator” to 
determine your price increase based on your town 
appropriation or non-federal funding source 

 



Getting Started 

•  Make sure you have the correct tool for the next 
school year! 
– Ex.) If it is currently 2013-2014 you will be using the 

2014-2015 tool to calculate prices for NEXT school 
year 

– School Year 2014-2015 can be found here: 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/attachment-sp15-2014-
paid-lunch-equity-school-year-2014-2015-
calculations-and-tool  

• You can begin the PLE tool once your October 
lunch counts are filed for the current school year 
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Peach cells= Data Entry Cells! 

If the tool will not let you enter data, it is probably because you are trying to enter 
information into the WRONG cell.  



Notice that there are 
tabs along the bottom of 
the excel tool 

 

This is the first tab that 
we are going to take a 
look at 

 

“Unrounded 
Requirement Finder” 



If you have filled the 
tool out in the previous 
year you can enter the 
previous year’s price 
requirement into the 
peach shaded box in 
“Step 1” 

 

If this is your first time 
filling out the tool we 
will need to do some 
additional work before 
returning to this tab 



Before filling out Step 1, 
we will need to 
determine the weighted 
average price from 4 
school years ago  

 

In order to do that we 
will need to use another 
tab within this tool 



Using the arrows in the 
lower left-hand corner 
we are going to scroll all 
the way to the very last 
tab on the right 





 

 

 

 

 This tab will help us 
calculate our weighted 
average price from 4 school 
years ago 

 

 Next, we will tell you how 
to find the information you 
need to fill this tab out! 



Collection of Data to Calculate  
Weighted Average Prices 

1. October paid lunch counts from the current school 
year 
– You may have to break it down in the school detail if you 

have a separate price for your elementary and secondary 
students 

2. Paid lunch prices for elementary and secondary 
students for the current school year 

3. Oct paid lunch counts from 4 school years ago 
– Ex) For SY 2014-2015 prices you will look back to SY 2010-

2011 

4. Paid lunch prices for elementary and secondary 
students from 4 school years ago 



Where to Find the Data 

 

 

 

 

 

• www.maine.gov/education/
sfs/sfsr1.htm 
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The claim, school 
details, and paid lunch 
prices are all under 
“View Forms” 



 Paid lunch prices can be found under 
“Application Form” 



 Scroll down to your district and make sure to enter 
the school year you wish to view. 

Let’s take a look at RSU 38 as an example. 



Here we can 
view the paid 
lunch prices for 
the desired 
school year 



 Paid lunch counts must be gathered from 
each school within the district! 



 To find school level lunch counts we will 
use the school detail, which can be found 

in “School Form” on the  
“View Forms” page 



 Here we will select the October school detail 
from 4 school years ago for one of the schools 

within our district 





Readfield Elementary (RSU 38) 
 

Collect the paid lunch counts for each school in the district for 
October of the desired school year 

 



 If you only have one price for all 
schools then you can use the 

October counts from your district 
claim form 



Add up all of your paid 
lunch counts that 

correspond with one 
lunch price and enter 
them into “Monthly # 

of Paid Lunches” 
 

Then enter the paid 
lunch price in the “Paid 

Lunch Price” column 



Do the same for the 
second lunch price 

 
Ex) The $2.50 lunch price 
corresponds with middle 

and high school. 
Therefore, the 2,255 is the 

number of paid lunch 
counts from both middle 
and high school for the 

month of October 
 
 



 This will give you your 
weighted average 

price for the desired 
school year 



Using the arrows on the 
lower left-hand side 
scroll back to the left 
until your reach the 
“Unrounded 
Requirement Finder” 
tab 

 

Enter the weighted 
average price from 4 
school years ago into 
the peach shaded box 
(the number we just 
calculated in the 
previous tab) 



• Using the weighted 
average price from 
4 school years ago, 
the tool calculates 
the current school 
years requirement 
price to the nearest 
cent (yellow box) 



Using the 2013-
2014 Requirement 
price we can now 
fill out “Step 1” 
above 

 



Now we have our 
requirement price 
for the NEXT school 
year 

 

This information 
“auto-fills” into the 
next three tabs 



The tab to the right 
of the “Unrounded 
Requirement 
Finder” is the price 
calculator for the 
NEXT school year 

 

This tab is used only 
if you are not using 
town 
appropriation/non-
federal funding 



The previous tab 
auto-fills the top 
portion of this tab 

 

 

Therefore, the 
“Unrounded  
Requirement 
Finder” tab MUST 
be filled out first! 



 

To determine the 
weighted average 
price for the current 
school year you use 
the current school 
year’s October paid 
lunch counts and the 
current school year’s 
paid lunch prices 

 



Now you have this 
school year’s 
weighted average 
price 

 

Scroll down in this 
tab to view 
whether you need 
to increase your 
price 



The circled box 
tells you what 
your required 
price is for the 
NEXT school 
year 



The circled box 
here tells you 
the total price 
increase for 
NEXT school 
year 



If you only 
increase by the 
10 cent 
maximum, this 
box would tell 
you how much 
you may need to 
increase in the 
future 



If you increase 
more than the 
maximum (10 
cent cap), this 
box would tell 
you how much 
you can 
carryover toward 
your increase in 
the future 



Step 3 (scroll down 
on this tab) allows 
you to manipulate 
the prices between 
the elementary and 
secondary to reach 
the desired 
weighted average 
price 



Here is the 
data we 
entered 
above for 
this year’s 
prices and 
paid lunch 
counts 



 You can increase 
both lunch prices 

 

 

 Here we increased 
elementary and 
secondary prices 
by 0.01 each to 
reach the desired 
weighted average 
price of 2.65 



You can increase 
just one price to 
avoid increasing 
the other price 

 

Here we 
increased the 
secondary price 
by 0.05 without 
changing the 
elementary price 
to reach the 
desired 2.65 



Lastly, we scroll over to 
the “REPORT” tab 

Make sure to either 
print this report OR 
save the entire excel 
sheet 

This provides 
information that you 
will need to justify your 
price change and the 
weighted average price 
to use in next year’s PLE 
tool 



Questions 

• Contact the Maine Child Nutrition Staff 

 

http://www.maine.gov/education/sfs/StaffCont
acts.html  
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The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination against its customers, employees, and 
applicants for employment on the bases of race, color, national origin, age, disability, sex, gender identity, 
religion, reprisal and, where applicable, political beliefs, marital status, familial or parental status, sexual 
orientation, or if all or part of an individual's income is derived from any public assistance program, or 
protected genetic information in employment or in any program or activity conducted or funded by the 
Department. (Not all prohibited bases will apply to all programs and/or employment activities.) 
If you wish to file a Civil Rights program complaint of discrimination, complete the USDA Program 
Discrimination Complaint Form, found online at http://www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html, or at 
any USDA office 
or at any USDA office, or call (866) 632-9992 to request the form. You may also write a letter containing all of 
the information requested in the form. Send your completed complaint form or letter to us by mail at U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, Director, Office of Adjudication, 1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., Washington, 
D.C. 20250-9410, by fax (202) 690-7442 or email at program.intake@usda.gov. 
Individuals who are deaf, hard of hearing, or have speech disabilities and wish to file either an EEO or program 
complaint please contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339 or (800) 845-6136 (in 
Spanish). 
Persons with disabilities, who wish to file a program complaint, please see information above on how to 
contact us by mail directly or by email. If you require alternative means of communication for program 
information (e.g., Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) please contact USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 
(voice and TDD). 
 
 
This institution is an equal opportunity provider. In accordance with State law this institution is prohibited from 
discrimination on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, age, sexual orientation or disability. (Not all 
prohibited bases apply to all programs.)  
To file a complaint of discrimination, write Maine Department of Education, Civil Rights Officer, 23 State House 
Station, Augusta, ME. 04333, or call (207)624-6820. Maine is an equal opportunity provider and employer. 
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